
Advocacy is at the heart of the community mental health movement. This means self-

advocacy, so that consumers insist that systems serve them appropriately; peer advocacy, so that those 

with mental illnesses have a cushion against the stigma of the larger society; and systems advocacy, so 

that we build a community response that promotes mental health instead of just addressing crises.  

Wyandot, Inc., a family of organizations that serves the mental health needs of children and adults in 

Wyandotte County, Kan., believes that engaging in advocacy promotes mental well-being for their 

consumers. While many social service organizations struggle to fully involve clients in their advocacy, 

Wyandot, Inc. has the advantage of its association with S.I.D.E., an energized and politically-savvy 

consumer-run organization. S.I.D.E.’s eagerness to educate themselves about policy issues and express 

their concerns to policymakers can sometimes mean that Wyandot, Inc.’s professional staff has to run to 

keep up. Furthermore, the organization’s culture embraces consumer empowerment, meaning that 

pivoting to advocacy does not require a radical rethinking of the roles of ‘consumer’ and ‘provider.’ 

Wyandot, Inc. has had dedicated public affairs staff for a few years, an intentional investment by CEO 

Pete Zevenbergen. While the ‘department’ is only one-person deep, Mark Wiebe has leveraged 

relationships in Wyandotte County and those motivated client advocates to yield significant advocacy 

successes, including leadership in the successful ‘Yes on 2’ campaign in 2010 that changed the Kansas 

Constitution to end discrimination in voting rights against those with mental illness. The organization 

has faced challenges in fully utilizing its considerable resources, including the knowledge and skills of its 

almost 450 full- and part-time staff and the Boards of Directors of its four separate agencies. The 

organization’s primary interests in applying for technical assistance, were: 

 Create structures to facilitate broader staff participation in advocacy 

 Build an Advocacy Task Force to elicit Board engagement 

 Craft a formal advocacy agenda to guide the organization’s work 

 Chart a strategic direction for Wyandot, Inc.’s advocacy that aligns with organizational goals 

Building political will—an indispensable public good 

One of Wyandot, Inc.’s primary advocacy objectives is not, specifically, policy-related. Zevenbergen 

articulated early in the advocacy technical assistance process that, if Wyandot, Inc. is to succeed in the 

face of mounting budget cuts and increasing strain, it must change the conversation about mental 

health. It must build a broader constituency committed to sustaining this community resource. This 

means that ‘advocacy’ starts long before the organization directly contacts policymakers. As Wiebe 

describes it, Wyandot, Inc. will have the base of support that it needs when people “view community 

mental health centers as they do their police department, their schools, and their hospitals—as 

institutions worth paying for, because it is part of what makes a strong community.” To achieve this, 

Wyandot, Inc.’s approach to advocacy makes elements of the general public explicit advocacy targets, in 

order to soften the context for more direct policy change efforts. Through the technical assistance 

process, Wiebe and other key stakeholders identified several strategies that advance their goals and 

increase the extent to which Wyandot, Inc. and the services it provides become seen as community 

goods. 



 Wyandot, Inc. is developing a Speakers’ Bureau and deliberately seeking opportunities to share 

information about the organization, the challenges of living with mental illness, and the 

economic and community impact of a strong mental health system. 

 Wyandot, Inc. is using existing outreach efforts, such as the Mental Health First Aid (which trains 

individuals to recognize and respond to mental health crises) to shape public understanding of 

the incidence of mental illness and the potential for health and healing. 

 The organization has developed a storybank to systematically collect and deploy one of its 

greatest resources—the testimonies of those served—to capture the public’s attention, 

illustrate policy priorities, and summon political will. 

 Wyandot, Inc. is expanding its advocacy footprint beyond Wyandotte County with the 

development of a regional mental health advocacy initiative, designed to increase connections 

with policymakers by incorporating a larger constituency and engage more communities in 

thinking about what mental health infrastructure means for them. 

Addressing root causes and increasing the service capacity 

Wyandot, Inc. has struggled to balance its need to advocate for increased funding with a commitment to 

address the root causes that perpetuate the problems. As one clinical staff member explained, “Some of 

our clients have developmental delays. Some of them have severe mental illness. And some of them just 

have poverty.” Wyandot, Inc.’s staff and Board members understand that really making a difference in 

the lives of the populations served requires making progress in the areas of employment, housing 

quality, severe poverty, educational attainment, crime, and physical health. However, agency staff also 

expressed concerns about Wyandot, Inc.’s ability to be effective on this broader agenda. This will likely 

continue to be a tension. For the moment, Wyandot, Inc. crafted an advocacy agenda, instead of merely 

a legislative agenda, a distinction that facilitates the organization’s inclusion of strategies such as 

building public will. For 2013, this advocacy agenda—yet to be formally approved by the Board of 

Directors—will likely include immediate priorities such as improved coordination with the county’s 

criminal justice system and funding for uninsured consumers, as well as less tangible concerns, such as 

reducing the stigma associated with mental illness and mental health treatment.  

Advocacy is our job—an inclusive vision and diffused responsibility 

One of the challenges for an organization with dedicated advocacy staff is building a structure, and an 

organizational culture, that affirms that advocacy roles are necessary and appropriate for all staff. The 

total advocacy capacity of an organization with an advocacy department can be less than an 

organization without such a structure. This was the situation with Wyandot, Inc., where the addition of a 

public affairs director signaled, to some internal and external stakeholders, that advocacy was to be 

channeled through this structure. This meant that there were missed opportunities to connect advocacy 

to programming at Wyandot, Inc. In the eyes of policymakers, the organization’s advocacy efforts were 

limited primarily to Wiebe and CEO Zevenbergen, which diluted the impact.  

One of the primary goals of the advocacy technical assistance was to increase the knowledge, skills, and 

activity of other staff—clinicians, case managers, administrators—around advocacy. Wiebe was 



intentional about the staff he wanted to approach and how. The work plan that Wiebe designed 

incorporated several tactics to build staff capacity and engagement. 

 Wyandot, Inc. was explicit that advocacy is far more than legislative change, an important 

distinction. Some staff members who did not see that a role for themselves in legislative 

lobbying could connect their work to this larger vision. 

 Wyandot, Inc. built an Advocacy Task Force that brought in Board members and key staff 

members from each of the agencies under the Wyandot, Inc. umbrella. This inclusive approach 

not only informed Wyandot, Inc.’s advocacy differently, it also provided models for other staff 

members who could envision a fit for themselves. 

 Wyandot, Inc. used surveys and focus groups to elicit staff member insights into the tasks 

associated with integrating advocacy across the organization, including the formulation of an 

issue agenda and the types of capacity investments necessary to equip staff to advocate. 

 The organization reframed some of Wyandot, Inc.’s activities as ‘advocacy’, to help staff see how 

their work advances the mission. This includes the Speakers’ Bureau and storybank, as well as 

Mental Health First Aid, participation coalition efforts, and empowering clients for advocacy, 

including those who are not members of S.I.D.E. 

 The technical assistance process included reaching out to the directors of Wyandot Center 

(mental health care for adults), PACES (mental health care for children), and Kim Wilson 

Housing, Inc. (housing approaches for hard-to-serve populations) to craft advocacy approaches 

that fit with their specific visions and strategic directions. These agencies embraced advocacy to 

varying degrees. The technical assistance ultimately included a visioning session with the Board 

of Directors of Kim Wilson Housing to help them develop advocacy principles consistent with 

their evolving values and vision. 

 Wyandot, Inc. invested in training for staff members and consumers in response to their 

identified needs. This included a session for direct-service providers about the state budget 

process and ways that Wyandot, Inc. staff can be effective advocates within this context, as well 

as training for consumers leading S.I.D.E. about the legalities of nonprofit 501(c)3 advocacy. 

Building advocacy capacity means building advocates’ capacity 

Wyandot, Inc. was clear, early in the process, that investing in advocacy means investing in staff as their 

primary resource.  Wiebe is positioned to advance Wyandot, Inc.’s own advocacy objectives but also the 

field of mental health advocacy. During the technical assistance process, Wyandot, Inc. made the 

decision to expand the organization’s advocacy to a regional collaborative that brings together mental 

health organizations in the area to exert a stronger voice for mental health policy. This brought new 

challenges for Wiebe, as he balances the need to advance Wyandot, Inc.’s policy concerns with his new 

regional role.  

Effective advocacy depends on people to move issues, bring in allies, and assert a vision of a better 

future. And, so, investing in advocacy capacity must mean building up people. Wyandot, Inc.’s 

experience in advocacy, especially its ongoing efforts to highlight the voices of those most affected, is 



beginning to prove this truth; every time the organization interfaces with policymakers, it is the 

testimony of the consumers that makes the greatest impact on the policy conversation.  

Today, the organization’s advocacy agenda advances on the strength of the advocates that push it and 

their understanding of how to best navigate the current context. Going forward, Wyandot, Inc.’s 

priorities for advocacy capacity build on their people: continued staff training, support for S.I.D.E. and 

other consumer-engagement strategies, and ongoing development of Wiebe as a leading mental health 

advocate. Advocacy success does not require unlimited financial investment, high-powered political 

connections, or state-of-the-art communications tools. It demands people and their passions, equipped 

with the knowledge and skills to leverage their stories for policy change. That’s where the community 

mental health movement began and that’s where Wyandot, Inc. roots its advocacy, too. 


